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The Window in Times of Solitude

Jeff Desom’s art installation “Rear Window?”

at Elsa Artspace in Bielefeld

Text by Katharina Bosse

Three stages come together in this site-specific installation, referencing each other in
a game of construction and de-construction. First, there is the 1954 movie “Rear Win-
dow” by Alfred Hitchcock. The main Character, L.B. Jefferies (“Jeff”) is a professional
photographer bound to his chair by an accident He spends his time spying on his
neighbors with a telephoto lens until he discovers what might be a murder, and the
story unfolds in a psychologically gripping manner typical of Hitchcock.

None of this is visible in Jeff Desom’s adaption of the movie for his 2010 “Rear Win-
dow Loop”'. For the clever and engaging video installation, that won the “Prix Ars
Electronica — Golden Nica”, Mr. Desom has edited and removed the storyline in Jeff’s
apartment and reconstructed the remaining scenes from the courtyard in chronolog-
ical order into a 20-minute loop. From the original movie’s panning shots the court-
yard was digitally constructed as a complete structure, resembling the original Para-
mount movie set The viewer is now in the position to watch the courtyard panorama
continuously with the choice of which of the neighbors to focus on.

The third stage takes place in form of the site-specific installation of Mr. Desom’s
video loop at “Elsa” artspace in Bielefeld, Germany. To function as part of the “open
access program” this adaption was proposed by Katharina Bosse. The video is not
watched from within a gallery space but from the outside. Standing in front of the win-

I Inspired by his experiments with unique projection surfaces, Jeff developed ,,Rear
Window Loop* as a commissioned piece for CarréRotondes, Exit07, in Luxembourg, with
support from the Luxembourg Ministry of Culture. For this, he dissected the entirety of Hitch-
cock’s 1950s original and stitched it back together as a single panorama depicting all of the sub-
plots in one continuous shot and chronological order. The work has gone on to win the Golden
Nica at Ars Electronica 2012, as well as the 2012 Vimeo Award for best remix. The work
continues to be exhibited in museums around the world, including at this year’s Greater Taipei
Biennial of Contemporary Arts and in Mexico City at the Cineteca Nacional.



dow, on a city street, viewers can see the projection in the darkened interior space.
The spatial separation adds another level of reflection about the gaze and the body in
architectural space. The metaphor of the window seems quite natural: to see “Rear
Window”, you now have to look through one.

The fourth wall

One of the key visual elements of Jeff Desom’s de/reconstructed video is the empha-
sis on theatrical space. The term “The fourth wall” refers to an imaginary wall sep-
arating the space of the stage from the audience. If an actor addresses the audience
directly, the illusion would be shattered, which is called “breaking the fourth wall”.
“Rear Window” was filmed in a gigantic studio set built like a Greenwich Village
courtyard, of which we see three walls. The fourth wall, the one that holds the apart-
ment Jeff/we are watching from, is largely invisible.?We thus see the three sides of
the set as a stage and the fourth side representing the audience. This situation of the
courtyard as a single-set stage® is emphasized by the construction of space used by Jeff
Desom. In combining the movie’s panning shots into one frame, he reconstructs the
space of the original film set and emphasizes its relation to the stages of the renais-
sance theater. The work also refers to the 19th-century dioramas, wall-sized painted
panoramas with day and night effects, a predecessor to the cinema.

Jeff Desom decisively eliminates the second stage, the interior of the apartment that
is the backdrop for the scenes between Jeff and his visitors: Lover Lisa, Nurse Stella,
Detective Doyle, and Murderer Thorwald. The viewer of the installation is taking the
place of the photographer, the voyeur. What happens when, as in the installation at
“Elsa”, the fourth wall now literally is a wall? The “darkroom” of Jefferies is mirrored
by the dark space inside the gallery in which the projection takes place.

The theme of Voyeurism, which is prevalent in the movie, is changed through the

2 Michael Chion “The Fourth Side”, p. 155-160, published in”Everything you always
wanted to know about Lacan (but were afraid to ask Hitchcock)” ed. by Slavoj Zizek, Verso,
London 1992

3 Steven Jacobs quotes production designer Hal Pereira “Rear

Window” uses only a single set which never could have been duplicated on

the stage. Hitchcock has reversed the time-worn rules by creating a one set

movie which could only be done as a movie.” Steven Jacobs: , Architecture of the Gaze, The
Wrong House: The Architecture of Alfred Hitchcock (Rotterdam,

The Netherlands: 010 Publishers, 2007), 278-95.



focus on the theatrical aspect We do not see Jefferies arsenal of lenses and the refer-
ences to his room acting like a camera obscura* have been edited out Of course, with
a movie as iconic as this, the references can work by collective memory alone.

We are no longer subject to Jefferies arousal: the passion he derives from spying on
his neighbors, as opposed to the passion of the beautiful woman next to him, whom
he eyes suspiciously in her efforts to seduce him. In Jeff Desom’s video loop, Hitch-
cock’s psychological hold of the audience has been cut off. Now, we are on equal
terms with the building and its inhabitants.

The ethical question of voyeurism is as relevant now as in the 1950ies. With our
screens tuned in to social media, private lives are on display all the time. When is it ok
to watch the spectacle, and when should we avert our gaze for ethical reasons?

The body in space

The fourth wall, which represents the audience separation, has been opened up by
Mr. Desom’s interpretation. It is no longer the dark room of the cinema or the Cam-
era obscura. It has been changed from an immobilized state (Jefferies broken leg,

the assigned cinema seat) to a space of movement and fluidity (the exhibition space).
That is, the person watching the installation does not only represent the gaze — it now
owns a body as well.

The autonomy of the body means being able to come and go at your own will.
This lack of control over the audience® is further emphasized by the site-specific in-
stallation adjusted for the “open access art program” at “Elsa” artspace in Bielefeld.
The audience can watch the artwork from the street, just passing by.

There are practical reasons for installing an accessible projection: distancing rules
being one of them, an opening of the artspace towards the surrounding community
is another. Questions of community and architectural representation are addressed
on many levels in this art installation, as well as in the original movie. The issue of
“access” does not only refer to pandemic-induced measures, it also addresses the
relation of public and private space, the engagement with the community, and the
opening up of arts and cultural spaces.

4 “The man behind his own Retina” by Miran Bozovic, p. 162, published in”Everything
you always wanted to know about Lacan (but were afraid to ask Hitchcock)” ed. by Slavoj
Zizek, Verso, London 1992

5 Hitchcock might not have liked the lack of control



At “Elsa”, the courtyard of the film set has been turned inside out The window acts
like 2 mirror towards the architectural city of Bielefeld, surrounding the gallery.
Standing on the street peering into the window, the cinematic courtyard in front is
mirrored by the buildings behind the viewer. At night, the city lights reflect into the
window, creating an overlay of both architectural spaces. The framed glass functions
as a window, mirror, and site of perception, as this is where the perspectives of the
city of physical experience (Bielefeld) and the city of imagination (a theatrical New
York simulating reality) collide.

JEFF, DESOM is a writer, director, and visual artist Combining live-action, found foot-
age, and digital effects, his work has been selected and awarded at festivals and muse-
ums around the world. He lives in Los Angeles, USA. www.jeffdesom.com

KATHARINA BOSSE is an artist, professor for photography, and curator of the “open

access program” at “Elsa” artspace in Bielefeld, Germany. www.katharinabosse.com

ALFRED HITCHCOCK is one of the most famous and influential filmmakers of
the 20™ century. If you would like to learn more about him, | recommend the book
“Hitchcock/Truffaut”.
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